Structure of the most superficial layer of articular cartilage.
We studied the most superficial layer of macroscopically normal articular cartilage obtained from human femoral heads, using polarising microscopy and SEM. The most superficial layer, 4 to 8 microns thick, was acellular consisting of collagen fibrils. This layer could be peeled away as a thin film, with no broken collagen fibrils on its inferior surface or on the surface of subjacent cartilage layers. The orientation and diameter of collagen fibrils were different on these two surfaces. Our findings suggest that the most superficial layer is an independent one which is only loosely connected to the fibrous structure in the layer deep to it.